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Chinese Australians’ Chineseness and their mathematics achievement: the role of habitus 
 
Abstract 
Large-scale international comparative studies and cross-ethnic studies have revealed that Chinese 
students, living either in China or overseas, consistently outperform their counterparts in 
mathematics. Empirical research has discussed psychological, educational, and cultural reasons 
behind Chinese students’ better mathematics performance. However, there is scant sociological 
investigation of this phenomenon. The current mixed methods study aims to make a contribution 
in this regard. The study conceptualises Chineseness through Bourdieu’s sociological notion of 
habitus and considers this habitus of Chineseness generating, but not determining, mechanism 
that underpins commitment to mathematics learning. The study firstly analyses the responses of 
230 Chinese Australian participants to a set of questionnaire items. Results indicate that the 
habitus of Chineseness significantly mediates the relationship between participants’ commitment 
to mathematics learning and their mathematics achievement. The study then reports on the 
interviews with five participants to add nuances and dynamics to the mediating role of habitus of 
Chineseness. The study complements the existing literature by providing sociological insight into 
the better mathematics achievement of Chinese students. 
 
Keywords: habitus; Chineseness; mathematics; Chinese Australians; mediation; Structural 
Equation Modelling 
 
Introduction 
Over the past decades, large-scale international comparative studies have measured students’ 
mathematics achievement in different countries. Results from curriculum-based examinations, 
standardised tests, and researchers’ self-designed assessments have consistently indicated that 
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Chinese students, whether living in Chinese-speaking societies or not, are among the top performers 
(Beaton et al., 1996; Brenner, Herman, Ho, & Zimmer, 1999; Fan & Zhu, 2004; Husén, 1967; 
Martin et al., 2008; Mullis et al., 1997; Stigler, Lee, Lucker, & Stevenson, 1982; Wong, 2004). This 
phenomenon has received increasing attention from scholarly work, being addressed in 
psychological, educational, and cultural studies. 
Different from most extant studies, the current paper takes up a sociological perspective to 
unveil the dynamics and reasons behind Chinese Australians’ better mathematics achievement 
compared to their peers. The paper was developed in several stages. Firstly, the paper presents an 
extensive review of comparative studies that engage with the mathematics achievement gap 
between the Chinese students and their counterparts. Secondly, the paper sets its scene in Australia. 
It proposes the use of Bourdieu’s sociological framework to understand Chinese Australians’ better 
mathematics achievement compared to their peers. Next, the paper reports a mixed methods study 
that interrogates the sociological relationship amongst Chinese Australians’ habitus of Chineseness, 
their commitment to mathematics learning, and their mathematics achievement. Finally, the paper 
concludes with a succinct discussion of its complement to the existing work on Chinese students’ 
better mathematics achievement. 
 
Evidence from comparative studies: a critical review 
Within the comparative literature addressing the mathematics achievement gap, the comparison 
between the Chinese and the US students seems to receive most attention. There has long been a 
documentation that deficiencies among US children appear as early as kindergarten and persist 
throughout elementary school (Stevenson, Lee, & Stigler, 1986). The achievement gap seems to 
grow progressively larger through to secondary school (Stevenson, Chen, & Lee, 1993; Stevenson 
& Stigler, 1992). These comparisons were echoed and enriched by other studies. At the elementary 
level, Stevenson et al. (1990) tested the first and fifth graders in the US and China in computation, 
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word problems, mathematical operations, number concepts, measurement and scaling, graphs and 
tables, spatial relations, visualisation, and estimation. They found that in no comparison did the 
American children perform significantly better than their Chinese counterparts; Chinese children 
not only were superior to their US counterparts in the above tests but also solved the problems more 
rapidly. Likewise, the sixth graders in China were found to outscore their US peers in mathematical 
problem solutions and representations (Brenner et al., 1999). At the secondary level, Chen and 
Stevenson (1995) found that Chinese high school students had better achievements in knowledge of 
arithmetic, advanced mathematics, algebra, geometry, and trigonometry than their US counterparts. 
Although the better mathematics performance of Chinese students is evident, it is not universally 
true. Chinese students were found to perform better than their US counterparts in 
process-constrained tasks, while the US students were superior in process-open tasks (Cai, 1997, 
1998, 2000). This might be because the Chinese students preferred to use routine algorithms and 
symbolic representations, whereas the US students preferred to use concrete visual representations. 
Parallel to the international comparative research, cross-ethnic studies of mathematics 
achievement evidently indicated that students with Chinese ancestry consistently outperformed their 
peers. In the USA, Chinese American high school students seemed to have better mathematics 
achievement than other Asian American students (Chen & Stevenson, 1995). This accords with the 
data drawn from a nationwide representative sample of high school students: Chinese Americans 
were better performers than other Asian Americans when mathematics achievement was used as an 
indicator of educational performance (Blair & Qian, 1998). Mathematics scores of Chinese 
American students were found to surpass those of Caucasian American students from kindergarten 
through high school (Chen & Stevenson, 1995; Garden, 1987; Stevenson et al., 1993). This finding 
is congruent with that from a longitudinal comparative study of second-generation Chinese 
American children and European American children (Huntsinger, Jose, Larson, Balsink Krieg, & 
Shaligram, 2000). These US studies are supported by the Australian research. Chinese Australian 
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primary school students were more successful than their Caucasian peers in mathematics (Zhao, 
Mulligan, & Mitchelmore, 2006; Zhao & Singh, 2011). 
The better mathematics achievement of Chinese students, living either in China or overseas, 
has gained significant research ground. According to the empirical evidence, individual learners 
differ in their mathematics achievement due to their attitude (Chen & Stevenson, 1995; Stevenson 
et al., 1993; Zhao & Singh, 2011), native language characteristics (Han & Ginsburg, 2001; Li & 
Nuttall, 2001; Li, Nuttall, & Zhao, 1999; Miura, 1988), and time devoted to mathematics in and 
after-hour schools as well as at home (Chen & Stevenson, 1995; Stevenson et al., 1990). These 
studies emphasise that learners’ commitment to mathematics can make a difference. Achievement 
difference can also be attributed to teachers’ mathematical knowledge as well as their time spent on 
mathematics instructions in class, use of outcome/content-based teaching, and de/centralised 
classroom organisation (Leung, 1995; B. Perry, Wong, & Howard, 2006; M. Perry, 2000; Stigler & 
Hiebert, 1999; Stigler & Perry, 1988; Zhao et al., 2006). In addition, parents’ educational and 
socioeconomic backgrounds (Blair & Qian, 1998; Chen & Stevenson, 1995) and their expectations, 
standards, satisfaction, and support (Cai, 2003; Hess, Chang, & McDevitt, 1987; Huntsinger et al., 
2000; Stevenson et al., 1990; Zhao & Singh, 2011) also make a difference in children’s 
mathematics achievement. Moreover, the examination- and achievement-orientation in the 
education system (Leung, 1998; Wong, Wong, & Wong, 2012; Zhao et al., 2006), curriculum and 
textbook contents (Brenner et al., 1999; Park & Leung, 2006; Stigler et al., 1982; Zhao & Singh, 
2011), as well as the use of repetitive learning and the synthesis of memorisation and understanding 
(Leung, 1999, 2001; Wong et al., 2012) all come to shape students’ mathematics achievement. In 
brief, empirical work often attributes mathematics achievement gap to students’ commitment and 
cognition, parents’ values and investment, teachers’ strategies and knowledge, and educational 
system and curriculum. In this vein, this work largely falls into the psychological and pedagogical 
realm. 
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The psychological and pedagogical scholarship offers meaningful insights into the 
mathematics achievement gap between Chinese students and their counterparts. However, this 
scholarship struggles to answer some fundamental questions. Are the identified reasons behind the 
achievement gap unique to mathematics or generalisable to other subjects? If the achievement gap 
emerges through schooling, why are Chinese students better performers even before formal 
education? When Chinese students, parents, and teachers are committed to mathematics education, 
why do their counterparts not invest in mathematics education as much as they do? If the difference 
in the mathematics curriculum results in the achievement gap, why do Chinese American/Australian 
students consistently outperform their Caucasian/Asian peers when exposed to the same or similar 
curriculum? 
In response to these questions, some studies focused on ‘culture’ and related mathematics 
learning of Chinese students to Confucianism, for example, Confucian ways of teaching and 
learning as well as Confucian values towards education (Chen & Stevenson, 1995; Fan, Wong, Cai, 
& Li, 2004; Leu, 2005; Leung, 1999, 2001). These studies seemingly answered the questions that 
psychological and pedagogical schools have long struggled to answer. However, these studies have 
not gone without problems. Firstly, they seemed to make sense of Confucian values towards 
education in general, yet did not explicitly illuminate the role of Confucianism specifically in 
mathematics education. Secondly, they partly explained the better mathematics achievement of 
Chinese students in China, but failed to explain the better mathematics achievement of overseas 
Chinese students, living in countries where Confucianism is not necessarily rooted in the social 
ideology and valued in the society. Lastly, by attributing better achievements directly to 
Confucianism, they risked involving cultural superiority or deficits (Sue & Okazaki, 1990). In brief, 
these studies overemphasise Confucianism (Wong, 2004; Wong et al., 2012) and oversimplify the 
role of Confucian culture and heritage in Chinese students’ mathematics achievement. There 
remains the question of why culture matters in mathematics learning. The cultural assumption 
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without a historically informed foundation and everlasting mechanism is problematic. The gap in 
the literature prompts the current study to sociologically speculate how embodied cultural 
dispositions underpin mathematics learning. 
The study sets its scene in Australia – an Anglophone country different from many others. 
Chinese Australians firstly suffered from the potholes and distractions brought about by the ‘White 
Australia’ history, and then have enjoyed, consciously or unconsciously, the rejuvenation of their 
heritage culture brought by the subsequent multicultural policies, e.g. the Australia in the Asian 
Century White Paper (Australian Government, 2012). Currently, Chinese Australians are the second 
largest aggregate of settlers in Australia, just behind people of Anglo-Celtic ancestry (Australia 
Bureau of Statistics 2011 Census). This demographically significant ethnic population has 
experienced Australia’s racist past and multicultural present. How their embodied dispositions, 
shaped by the historical and cultural vicissitudes, relate to certain forms of social practice, for 
example commitment to mathematics learning, remains largely unknown. To dissect this 
phenomenon, the study counts on Bourdieu’s sociological notion of habitus. 
 
Theoretical framework: the habitus of Chineseness 
Habitus denotes “systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to 
function as structuring structures” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72). It is a “system of internalised structures, 
schemes of perception, conception, and action common to all members of the same group” 
(Bourdieu, 1977, p. 86). In other words, habitus helps to make sense of the “way of being” or the 
“habitual state”, a given “predisposition”, “tendency”, “propensity”, or “inclination” (Bourdieu, 
1977, p. 214) associated with a particular social group, such as Chinese Australians in the current 
study. Habitual dispositions of Chinese Australians, such as affiliated cultural, experiential, and 
historical memories, coupled with physical attributes, may not stem from individual conscious 
choice. These embodied dispositions, though not universally static, may largely stay across times 
7 
 
and places, because the change of habitus requires an ongoing “process of counter-training, 
involving repeated exercises” (Bourdieu, 2000, p. 172).  
Habitus works on “the basis of the premises established in the previous state” (Bourdieu, 
2000, p. 161). The previous state integrates past experiences, survives in the present, and tends to 
perpetuate itself into the future (Bourdieu, 1977). Through the mechanism of habitus, “history 
turned into nature” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 78) because what historically needed to be durable and 
transposable through a process of continuous reproduction is now inscribed through social 
regulations, forms, and norms. This is not to claim that habitus is immutable because habitus is 
incessantly modified in response to emergent experiences (Bourdieu, 2000). Nevertheless, no matter 
how much habitus is shaped and reshaped at present, the ‘previous state’ or the cultural history 
structured in the past cannot be erased or made over. In this vein, Chinese Australians, willingly or 
unwillingly, consciously or unconsciously, are associated with Chinese cultural heritage, historical 
root, and ancestral origin – a past that cannot be elided or undone. 
Habitus endows group members with a set of durable cognitive structures that direct them to 
appropriate responses to given situations (Bourdieu, 1998). It serves as a system of dispositions to 
certain practices and constructs an objective basis for regular behavioural modes of a social group. 
These modes of behaviour can be predicted by virtue of the effect of the habitus because group 
members who are equipped with it will behave in a certain way in certain circumstances. As 
repeatedly indicated by Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1990b), habitus acquired through culture and 
produced through history functions at every moment as a matrix of dispositions to generate 
infinitely diversified practices.  
In brief, habitus is a system of durable and transposable dispositions that builds on the 
‘previous state’ and generates present social practices. In light of Bourdieu, habitus of Chineseness 
denotes a set of embodied propensities associated with people of Chinese ancestry, embedded 
within their physical attributes, rooted in their Chinese cultural history and heritage, and emergent 
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from their family upbringing and social learning. This habitus of Chineseness helps to explain 
Chinese Australians’ choices of certain social practices in certain situations. If commitment to 
mathematics learning is considered to be a form of social practice for Chinese Australians, the 
mechanism of habitus provides a theoretical insight into the hypothetical effect of the habitus of 
Chineseness on the relationship between commitment to mathematics learning and mathematics 
achievement. To test the hypothesis, the current study firstly revisits the quantitative data of a 
large-scale project led by the author. 
  
The initial quantitative investigation 
The three-year large-scale project investigates how Chinese Australians negotiate identities within 
the complex social spaces of Australia and beyond. Habitus of Chineseness is one of the key foci of 
the project, whereas the project does not focus on mathematics learning of Chinese Australians per 
se. That said, the project does have a brief touch on Chinese Australians’ commitment to 
mathematics learning and their mathematics achievement. In this vein, these data are useful to 
address the question being asked here: If commitment to mathematics learning does contribute to 
mathematics achievement, as suggested by empirical evidence, does Chinese Australians’ habitus of 
Chineseness mediate this contribution? In what follows, the research design of the project that is 
pertinent to the current study is elucidated. 
 
Operationalisation of mathematics achievement, commitment to mathematics, and habitus of 
Chineseness 
Mathematics achievement was gauged through self-reporting strategy, which is commonly 
used in large-scale studies to measure subject achievement. This strategy is particularly useful when 
direct, standardised testing is practically difficult. Nonetheless, there are contrasting views towards 
this strategy. On the one hand, the meta-analysis conducted by Kuncel, Credé, and Thomas (2005) 
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challenged the accuracy of self-reported academic grades, ranks, and test scores. On the other hand, 
many other studies justified the reliability and validity of self-reporting strategy used in large-scale 
surveys. For example, self-reporting measures of language proficiency have been found to correlate 
highly with direct measures of language ability (Kang & Kim, 2012; Oh & Fuligni, 2010). 
Likewise, high correlation existed between actual and student-reported scores of Graduate Record 
Examination (Anaya, 1999). Similarly, students’ self-reported Grade Point Average and the verbal 
and mathematics subscales of Scholastic Assessment Test were found to be remarkably consistent 
with official records (Cassady, 2001). This finding was supported by Cole and Gonyea (2010) who 
justified the overall validity of students’ self-reported academic achievements of critical reading, 
mathematics, and writing in Scholastic Assessment Test as well as their self-reported American 
College Testing achievements. In this respect, the methodological legitimacy of self-reporting is 
widely recognised in the literature. Following this route, self-reported mathematics achievement 
was measured by this item: “My mathematics was much better than that of my classmates. To what 
extent do you agree with this statement?” To understand the commitment to mathematics learning, 
one question was asked: “When I was a student, I was devoted to mathematics learning. To what 
extent do you agree with this statement?”  
Habitus is a nebulous concept, difficult to measure in empirical research (Sullivan, 2002). 
However, if habitus does represent the internalisation of broader social structures and does represent 
a set of dispositions that are manifest, to some extent, in particular ways of thinking and behaving, 
these wider patterns should be discernible and ultimately measurable at least to a certain degree. For 
example, Cockerham and Hinote (2009) considered measures of collectivities especially useful to 
quantify habitus, where collectivities refer to collections of agents linked together through particular 
social relationships and shared social norms, cultural values, and religious perspectives (Cockerham, 
2005). Since Confucianism, Taoism, and Chinese Buddhism are the three major Chinese schools of 
culture/religion (Wong et al., 2012), embodied dispositions rooted in these schools are particularly 
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useful in terms of the operationalisation of the habitus of Chineseness. These dispositions are 
embedded in the cultural history of Chineseness, or the “previous state” of habitus (Bourdieu, 2000, 
p. 161). Interestingly, Ho and colleagues (2012) have compiled a pool of items to measure Chinese 
collective perspectives by consulting Confucian classics and sayings associated with Confucianism. 
Following the route of these scholars and extensive discussions with researchers of Chinese studies, 
a set of eight items was developed to operationalise habitus of Chineseness (see Appendix). The 
operationalisation took special account of Confucianism, because the core Confucian values have 
an enduring impact on Chinese people today (Lee, 1996), being the dynamic force that directs and 
generates forms of Chinese life (Tan, 2008). 
To measure these items, a 7-point uni-polar Likert-type scale was used as a proxy interval 
level of measurement in line with common practice in educational research (Lehman, 1991; 
Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The scale ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely). Data were 
analysed by software SPSS and AMOS. 
A pilot study was conducted. In the initial phase, five Chinese Australian participants were 
invited to work through the wording of the items and provide their comments. Taking account of 
the feedback from these participants, the wording of the items was fine-tuned to improve the ‘face 
validity’. In the second phase, 38 Chinese Australian participants, known to the researcher, were 
invited to respond to the items. The internal consistency reliability of the scale ‘habitus of 
Chineseness’ was considered high (Cronbach’s α = .90). 
 
Sampling and participants 
Since it is impossible to identify and access the entire Chinese Australian population, the 
probability-sampling strategies are not possible. Consequently, the participants were approached by 
snowball sampling, which is commonly used when the participants are difficult to access or identify 
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(Nardi, 2006), for example, in heritage research (Gibbs & Hines, 1992; Hall, 1992; Kiang, 2008; 
Mehri, 2011; Mu, 2014; Pao, Wong, & Teuben-Rowe, 1997; Root, 1992). 
Responses from 230 Chinese Australians were collected. All the responses were complete. 
To the best knowledge and belief of the author, this is the largest sample of Chinese Australians to 
date. The sample largely captured the demographic diversity of the Chinese Australian population. 
All participants claimed themselves to be either Australian citizens or permanent residents. They 
ranged in age between 18 and 35 (M = 25, SD = 4.2) and roughly balanced in gender (48% male 
and 52% female). An overwhelming proportion of the participants were from Sydney, Melbourne, 
and Brisbane, the three largest Australian cities where Chinese Australians are centred. Fifty-two 
percent of the participants were born in Australia, 48% born overseas: mostly in China (the Chinese 
Mainland, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan) and a small proportion born in other countries 
(Indonesia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, and Vietnam). 
 
Measurement model of Chineseness: reliability and validity 
Before testing the hypothesis, it is essential to examine the reliability and validity of the 
eight items used to reflect habitus of Chineseness. In the initial Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), 
only one factor was extracted, accounting for 58.61% of the total variance of the eight items. 
Consequently, a single-factor measurement model for Chineseness was specified in the subsequent 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). The values of all the baseline comparisons fit indices (NFI, 
RFI, IFI, TLI, and CFI) were above the cutoff value of .90 (Bentler, 1990). The RMSEA value of 
.079 was below the alert value of .08 (R. Ho, 2006). Despite the significant chi-square value (CMIN 
= 48.40, p < .001), the ratio between the chi-square value and the degrees of freedom (48.40/20 = 
2.42) was not very high. The ratio below 3 is not of problem by itself for the model fit (Carmines & 
McIver, 1981). Given its complexity, the model demonstrated a reasonable level of fit. 
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The model demonstrated a high reliability (Cronbach’s α = .90, six out of eight SMCs ≥ .50, 
construct reliability (Fornell & Larcker, 1981) = .53, extracted variance = 58.61%, and coefficient 
H (Hancock & Mueller, 2001) = .90). The model also demonstrated a high validity: the model fit 
statistics can support the claim for construct validity and the significant critical ratios of the 
unstandardised regression weights of all items can support the claim for convergent validity.  
 
Hypothesis testing, findings, and discussion 
Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was used to frame the relationship among habitus of 
Chineseness, commitment to mathematics learning, and mathematics achievement. Firstly, 
commitment to mathematics learning was used to predict mathematics achievement. The former 
was found to have a statistically significant contribution to the latter (r = .47, p < .001). That is, 
when young Chinese Australian adults were reportedly more devoted to mathematic learning, they 
were more likely to perform better in mathematics. This finding echoed the extant literature (Chen 
& Stevenson, 1995; Stevenson et al., 1990). Despite its perspicuity and plausibility, the 
commitment-achievement relationship cannot be oversimplified and thus bears more scrutiny. 
Next, habitus of Chineseness was added to the model to mediate the relationship between 
commitment and achievement. The interactions among the three variables were modelled in Figure 
1. As illustrated in Figure 1, the model accounted for 45% of the variance of mathematics 
achievement. Nevertheless, the direct relationship between commitment to mathematics learning 
and the mathematics achievement became weak and non-significant (r = .12, p = .073). Noteworthy 
was the indirect but significant relationship between commitment and achievement mediated 
through habitus of Chineseness (see Figure 1: r = .59, p < .001; r = .60, p < .001). Result from the 
Sobel test (Sobel, 1982) suggested this mediation effect to be statistically significant (Sobel statistic 
= 5.94, p < .001). In other words, when young Chinese Australian adults are associated with a 
stronger sense of habitus of Chineseness, the relationship between commitment to mathematics 
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learning and mathematics achievement tended to be stronger. The finding supports the theoretical 
assumption that the habitus of Chineseness underpins the relationship between commitment to 
mathematics learning and mathematics achievement. 
 
Figure 1. SEM – commitment-achievement relationship medicated through habitus of Chineseness 
 
As argued earlier, habitus of Chineseness consists of dispositions acquired through the past, 
with the potential to direct choices of commitment to certain social practices, such as mathematics 
learning. In this vein, it is necessary to look retrospectively at the cultural history of the mediator 
role of habitus of Chineseness in the relationship between commitment to mathematics learning and 
mathematics achievement. Some ancient Chinese classics made allusions to mathematical 
knowledge (Siu, 1995). For example, Confucianism, a cultural root of Chineseness, requires people 
to grasp Liuyi (六艺, Six Skills), namely Li (礼, Rites), Yue (乐, Music), She (射, Archery), Yu (御
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, Equestrianism), Shu (书, Calligraphy), and Shu (数, Mathematics). These six skills were first 
documented in Zhouli (《周礼》, The Rites of Zhou Dynasty): “养国子以道，乃教之六艺：一曰
五礼、二曰六乐、三曰五射、四曰五御、五曰六书、六曰九数”. This indicates that men who 
excel in these six skills are considered to have reached the state of perfection. These skills were also 
reiterated in《三字经》 (Three-Character Classic) (Wang, 1223-1296), a popular Confucian reading 
for Chinese children over the centuries. These powerful, traditional classics point out the historical 
importance of mathematics learning in Chinese culture.  
However, Wong and colleagues (2012) have offered caveats for directly attributing 
mathematics learning to Confucianism and have criticised the over-simplistic perspective of 
drawing causal relationships between schools of thought and social phenomena. The current study 
reemphasises Wong and colleagues’ (2012) stance. Confucian dispositions discussed above are not 
to claim that Confucianism ‘trumps’ or Chinese students are ‘cultural dopes’ driven by 
Confucianism to learn mathematics. Instead, Confucianism is the ‘previous state’ or cultural history 
of habitus of Chineseness, a set of durable and transposable but not immutable dispositions that 
generate but not determinate social practices in relation to mathematics learning. The important 
message here is that mathematics learning of people with Chinese ancestry is neither fully free of, 
nor completely dependent on, habitus of Chineseness. In this vein, the study deviates from the 
cultural essentialist view that simplistically and directly attributes Chinese students’ better 
mathematics performance to culture.  
Despite the structured structures within the tendency to perpetuate historical and cultural 
dispositions, habitus is an open system of structuring structures, “constantly subjected to 
experiences, and therefore constantly affected by them in a way that either reinforces or modifies its 
structures” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 133). In this respect, dispositions, knowledge, and 
values associated with Chineseness are always potentially subject to modification, rather than being 
passively consumed or reinscribed. Individual young Chinese Australian adults capture or recapture 
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dispositions of Chineseness at various levels in different contexts according to the social structures 
that they have internalised. Consequently, young Chinese Australian adults who have a stronger 
sense of Chineseness tend to internalise more historical and cultural values towards mathematics 
and thus produce more commitment to mathematics learning. When they are more committed to 
their mathematics learning, it is more likely for them to achieve better mathematics performance. 
As argued earlier, habitus is a system of durable and transposable dispositions that directs 
people to make certain choices of certain things in certain situations. The durability and 
transposability of habitus cannot be understood in a synchronic view. A diachronic investigation is 
required to unveil how Chinese Australians’ habitus of Chineseness underpins their commitment to 
mathematics learning. This is the focus of the subsequent qualitative phase, which elaborates on the 
nature and dynamics of the habitual mechanism through retrospective and prospective analyses.  
 
The subsequent qualitative investigation 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five participants, a sub-set of project participants 
who had provided contact details and accepted the invitation to take part in the interviews about 
their mathematics learning. 
When asked whether they were good at mathematics in school, participants varied in their 
accounts from the use of a strong language – “Yes, I am”, through a less confident one – “Well, I 
think so”, to a more soft response – “sort of”. Despite the various responses, they seemed to report a 
reasonably good level of mathematics. When asked about the reasons behind their mathematics 
achievement, participants spoke of their own commitment and parents’ investment, which are 
largely consistent with the existing literature. Interestingly, all participants seemed to provide 
implicit reasons behind their commitment to mathematics learning when they were asked to recall 
their experience of mathematics learning in school. Consider the following comments from three 
participants: 
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I quite like numbers. I don’t know why but I was just interested in maths when I was 
at school. Maybe it’s useful? Oh, hang on, I don’t think it’s useful. I don’t do any 
calculations now. No exams after I finished school.  
 
I don’t like it (mathematics). I don’t dislike it. Given time spent and effort put in, I 
learnt it harder than many other subjects. I just learnt it but never thought about why. 
 
I hated maths in high school. It didn’t interest me. But I still learnt it so I wasn’t too 
bad. Usually if I hate something, I don’t touch it. But for maths, I don’t know. It’s 
just weird (because I did something I hated). 
 
The linguistic details of participants’ accounts are informative. Words such as “just”, “don’t 
know”, and “weird” connote a lack of reason or an “intentionality without intention” (Bourdieu, 
1990a, p. 12). This latter point is crucial, as habitus “can be objectively regulated and regular 
without in any way being the product of obedience to rules, objectively adapted to their goals 
without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary 
in order to attain them” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72). The continuity and transposability of Chineseness 
are sometimes irrational mechanisms. Therefore, habitus of Chineseness often comes to shape 
participants’ internal attitudes and values towards mathematics learning in ways of which they are 
seldom aware. The question remains, however, as to how the unconscious consciousness of habitus 
realises its durability. To plumb this, more questions were asked about non-personal reasons behind 
commitment to mathematics learning. 
Some participants spoke of the intergenerational reproduction of habitus that generates their 
unconscious consciousness of mathematics learning. The following example is telling: 
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My parents kept saying it’s important but I didn’t understand why (mathematics is 
important). I remembered my mum told me “学好数理化，走遍天下都不怕” 
(Mathematics, physics, and chemistry are important all over the world). But I guess 
this is a Chinese thinking. 
 
When asked whether they would encourage their hypothetical children to learn mathematics, 
none of the participants provided negative responses. Their accounts ranged from “I don’t know”, 
through “maybe”, to the use of quite positive language. Consider the following excerpt: 
 
I don’t know why but I think Chinese are good at maths. We need to deserve this 
reputation. Hehehe…My parents asked me to do it (mathematics) and I will ask my 
children to do it. Hehehe… 
 
These idiosyncratic Chinese thinking and doing are an effect of the habitus laid down in the 
body of these participants through (hypothetical) parental inculcation and family socialisation, 
which help to maintain and transmit habitus of Chineseness across generations, at least to a certain 
extent. These participants’ accounts are consonant with the findings from some empirical studies 
associated with Chinese parents’ more positive attitudes and greater support for their children’s 
mathematics learning (Chen & Stevenson, 1995; Dahlin & Watkins, 2000; Zhao & Singh, 2011). 
As such, mathematics learning becomes an adventure to reproduce the habitus of Chineseness in the 
next generation and even generations further removed. The habitus of Chineseness, to borrow a 
Bourdieusian metaphor, contains the genetic information which both allows and disposes successive 
generations to reproduce the world that they inherit from their previous generation (Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 1990). However, this reproduction may not be perfect. Consequently, the exact same 
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cultural history or ‘previous state’ may develop into different levels of commitment to mathematics 
learning.  
 
Conclusion 
Findings from SEM suggest that Chinese Australian participants’ habitus of Chineseness is an 
underlying system that engineers participants’ commitment to mathematics learning, which 
ultimately results in their better mathematics performance. Findings from the interviews indicate 
that the habitus often works in an unconscious way because habitus always outruns the conscious 
intentions (Bourdieu, 1977). These young adults may be conscious of their strategic commitments 
and efforts in mathematics learning. At the same time, they may not be aware that their motives, 
goals, and aspirations are not spontaneous or natural but given to them through their habitus of 
Chineseness. As such, Chineseness is the universalising mediation that largely causes their 
mathematics practices, without either explicit reason or signifying intent, to be none the less 
sensible and reasonable, and to be immediately intelligible and foreseeable, and hence often taken 
for granted. Therefore, young Chinese Australian adults’ commitment to mathematics learning is 
influenced, consciously or unconsciously, willingly or unwillingly, by the values and expectations 
that they gain through their habitual Chineseness and reproduce through their family inculcation 
and upbringing. 
SEM explains 45% of the variance of mathematics achievement. In this respect, the habitus 
of Chineseness is the generative, but not the determinate, social mechanism that produces 
mathematics achievement. The remaining variance may be attributed to the psychological, 
educational, and cultural factors that have been revealed by previous studies, or may be attributed to 
other emergent social factors that shape Chinese Australians’ perceptions and behaviours. Emerging 
social structures, psychological motivation, and educational effects all contribute to Chinese 
Australians’ mathematics learning. With the habitual mechanism of Chineseness argued in this 
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study and other dimensions investigated in previous studies, the better mathematics performance of 
Chinese students, living either in China or overseas, can be explained more explicitly. In this 
respect, the current study complements the existing psychological, educational, and cultural 
literature by providing sociological insight into mathematics education regarding Chinese students. 
By virtue of Bourdieu’s sociological notion of habitus, the current study challenges the 
assumption of the direct link of Chinese cultural factors to better mathematics achievement of 
Chinese students. Instead, the study indicates the significant mediating role of habitus of 
Chineseness in the relationship between young Chinese Australian adults’ commitment to 
mathematics and their mathematics achievement. The habitus of Chineseness functions as the 
underpinning but latent mechanism behind young Chinese Australian adults’ stronger commitment 
to mathematics learning and better mathematics achievement compared to their counterparts. 
To conclude, the phenomenon of Chinese students’ better mathematics performance is 
compelling. The intricacies, minutia, and tensions embedded within the phenomenon cannot be 
oversimplified. To capture the nature and dynamics of the phenomenon bears in-depth scrutiny 
across quantitative and qualitative spectra and deserves due scholarly attention from different 
perspectives across sociological, educational, and psychological schools. 
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Appendix: Items within the scale ‘habitus of Chineseness’ 
Item name Item description 
Chineseness1 Handwriting tells you a lot about a person’s character. To what extent do you agree 
with this statement? 
Chineseness2 Children must be taught to paint, dance, or play musical instruments. To what 
extent do you agree with this statement? 
Chineseness3 Academic education is the most important thing in school. To what extent do you 
agree with this statement? 
Chineseness4 I prefer to live close to my family members. To what extent do you agree with this 
statement? 
Chineseness5 I hope to have sons to continue my family line or my husband’s family line. To 
what extent do you agree with this statement? 
Chineseness6 People who are senior in age and/or position should be addressed by their title plus 
surname rather than their first name. To what extent do you agree with this 
statement? 
Chineseness7 To save face I always prefer to say ‘yes’. To what extent do you agree with this 
statement? 
Chineseness8 Confucianism values the virtue of frugality. Confucius said that frugality is a 
common character of people with virtue. He also said that frugality is very 
important in family life. In general, how much degree would you agree with these 
values? 
 
